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Supporting and Impeding Factors for Partnering in 
Construction – a China study 
 
Jian Zuo1; Albert P.C. Chan2; Zhen-Yu Zhao3; George Zillante4 and Paul 
Xia5 
 
Abstract: Partnering has drawn attention from both academics and practitioners in the 
construction industry in the context of construction and facilities management. The past 
decades have seen a number of articles reporting the application of partnering in construction. 
The Chinese construction industry is one of the largest industries in the world; however, to 
the authors’ best knowledge, no project in mainland China has adopted this procurement 
approach in a formal and systematic manner as yet. This study employed a qualitative 
approach to investigate the factors that support or impede the implementation of partnering in 
mainland China. The findings indicate that the partnering practice is feasible in the 
construction industry of China due to the large demand brought about by China’s strong 
economic growth and government support. However, the implementation of partnering in the 
Chinese construction industry is being impeded by the restrictions of the current Chinese 
regulatory framework and tender evaluation framework, the incompatible features of Chinese 
culture and the general lack of trust. Six strategies that help to facilitate the implementation of 
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partnering in China have been developed. This study offers a useful reference to implement 
collaborative contracting models such as partnering in developing countries. 
 
CE Database subject headings: Partnering, construction project, China, supporting 
factors, impeding factors, facilities management 
 
Introduction 
The Chinese construction industry is one of the largest markets in the world. In 2009, the 
total production of the construction industry reached RMB 7,586.4 billion, contributing 
22.6% towards China’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (NBSC 2010). As a result, a large 
number of facilities have been built which also creates growing demands for facility 
management. Despite its many eye-catching and dramatic developments, the Chinese 
construction industry is not issue-free and  has been criticised for producing works of poor 
quality, for long delays and cost overruns and for generally being inefficient and ineffective 
(Chen 1998; Lu and Yan 2007a). Therefore, both the government and the industry are 
constantly searching ways to improve the efficiency and competitiveness of the construction 
sector. As a result, various management tools have been introduced to the Chinese 
construction industry such as competitive tendering and project management consultancy. 
Similarly, partnering has drawn the attention of both academics and practitioners in China; a 
factor evidenced by the large number of papers published in local academic journals and 
professional magazines. It is well recognized that partnering helps to tackle adversarial 
relationships among project participants which was viewed as a main obstacle to achieve 
optimal project outcomes (Chan et al. 2003a). However, prior studies have also reported 
some partnering failures (e.g. Bresnen 2000; Ng et al. 2002; Chan et al. 2003b). This has led 
to a number of studies focusing on the applicability of partnering in a specific context or 
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highlighting factors facilitating the implementation of partnering (e.g. Koraltan and Dikbas 
2002; Kwan and Ofori 2001). However there is generally lack of research on applicability of 
partnering in developing countries such as China. 
 
Up to the time of writing this paper, the authors are not aware of any project which has 
implemented partnering in a formal and systematic manner in mainland China. However, it 
has been reported in Chinese academic journals and professional magazines that the 
principles of partnering have been incorporated in the management of some local projects, i.e. 
in an informal mode (e.g. Wang 2008; Tang et al. 2008). The current state of research on 
partnering in China calls for more focused study to examine the feasibility of implementing 
the partnering concept into the Chinese industry and to understand the current barriers to this 
concept in China. With a consideration of new factors such as political environment and 
emerging economies, the research in China context would provide useful insights to the 
implementation of partnering in developing countries. 
 
This research employed a qualitative approach to investigate the feasibility of implementing 
partnering in mainland China and to highlight associated favourable factors and obstacles. 
The identification of these factors and how they affect the implementation of the partnering 
concept into China led to a series of strategies to encourage the application of partnering in 
the Chinese construction industry. This adds to the global body of knowledge on partnering 
research and practice. 
 
Partnering in Construction 
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The global construction market is highly competitive and risky. Common problems such as 
lack of cooperation, insufficient trust, and ineffective communication invariably lead to an 
adversarial relationship among all key project stakeholders (Chan et al, 2010).  Moore et al 
(1992) asserted that such a confrontational relationship can easily result in poor project 
performance in terms of time, cost and quality. Egan (1998) pointed out that the traditionally 
adversarial culture and the fragmentation of different participants in most construction 
projects are particular constraints on the efficiency of projects. Similarly, the lack of 
cooperation between participants has been identified as one of the major causes of 
inefficiency in the construction industry (Cheung et al., 2003; Walker, 2002). This is 
compounded by the generally myopic, short-term-focused relationships and the over reliance 
on contracts to solve conflicts and disputes. All these contribute to the overall poor 
performance of construction projects (Low and Shi, 2001). Since the late 1980s, it has been 
recognised that in order to attract investment funds and remain competitive in the 
construction industry, a paradigm shift in dealing with construction businesses needs to be 
introduced. Different inquiries worldwide were commissioned to help improve the public 
image and efficiency of the construction industry (Ireland, 1988; Smith, 1988; Parliament 
House Construction Authority, 1990; Gyles, 1992; Latham, 1994; Egan, 1998, Construction 
Industry Review Committee, 2001).  Both clients and contractors are increasingly trying to 
discover alternative ways of working with other members of the project team. The result has 
been the development of collaborative relationships in various forms, all of which have the 
aim of aligning project objectives to common business goals in order to create more 
cooperative and productive working relationships (Bresnen and Marshall, 2002).  
 
Over the past two decades, partnering has been globally recognised as an innovative approach 
to procure construction services efficiently and effectively. As reported by Cowan et al. 
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(1992), partnering was first developed by the US Army Corps of Engineers as a project 
delivery strategy. It was developed as a formal management process to facilitate better 
understanding and closer collaboration between contracting parties (Department of Treasury 
and Finance, 2006). A number of studies have suggested the use of partnering and related 
forms of collaboration (e.g. Joint Ventures and Alliancing) as a way of dealing with the 
fragmentation and lack-of-integration that have bedevilled attempts to improve project 
performance; thereby promoting co-operative contracting in the construction industry of 
different countries (e.g. Naoum, 2003; Liu and Fellows, 2001). Weston and Gibson (1993) 
compared the performance of 19 partnering projects with 28 non-partnering projects 
delivered by the US Army Corps of Engineers and found that the partnering projects had 
achieved significant improvement in project performance in terms of cost change, change 
order cost, claim cost, value engineering savings, and duration change.   
 
In the In Search of Partnering Excellence report, the Construction Industry Institute of United 
States defined partnering as “…a long-term commitment between two or more organizations 
for the purpose of achieving specific business objectives by maximizing the effectiveness of 
each participant’s resources” (CII, 1991).It is a team building process (Larson 1997) and the 
ultimate goal of partnering is to achieve continuous development (Nyström 2005).Indeed, 
partnering is “…a management philosophy based on the principles of trust, mutual respect 
and cooperation of a common goal” (Fong and Lung 2007, p.157).The traditional ‘win-lose’ 
approach is criticized for being responsible for the poor performance in terms of profitability, 
productivity and efficiency in project delivery (Walker & Hampson 2003). Partnering is 
designed to achieve win-win outcomes for all project participants (Black et al. 2000). Such a 
“win-win” approach is achieved by the alignment of the objectives of parties (individuals) 
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and “gain-share/pain-share” mechanisms. This is a significant departure from the traditional 
“win-lose” scenario (Zuo et al. 2006). 
 
Bresnen and Marshall (2002) argued that partnering creates more cooperative and productive 
working relationships. This is supported by Chan et al. (2003a)’s study which identified 
“improved relationship amongst project participants” as the most significant benefit of 
partnering projects. Trust is the key element of the cooperative relationship, whereas mistrust 
is the major barrier against partnering (Cheung et al. 2003, p.528). Additionally, partnering 
also increases the opportunities for innovation (Chan et al. 2008). The pre-requisites/success 
factors of partnering have been discussed in the literature (e.g. Chan et al., 2003a; Bresnen 
and Marshall, 2002). Central to partnering is a determination to move away from 
adversarialism and litigation and to solve problems jointly and informally through more 
effective forms of inter-firm collaboration (Bresnen and Marshall, 2000). Other key success 
factors include: common goals and shared vision, high levels of mutual trust, senior 
management support, clear definition of responsibilities, effective communication, strategic 
and long-term focus, openness and honesty (Larson 1997; Cheng and Li 2004; Chan et al. 
2006; Chan et al. 2008; Beach et al 2005) (see Table 1). According to Cheng and Li (2002), 
the significance of these elements to the success of partnering varies according to the three 
stages of partnering process, i.e. formation, application and reactivation. A lack of these 
elements is detriment to the success of partnering (Ng et al. 2002; Chan et al. 2003). In 
addition, other barriers to the implementation of partnering, as reported by prior studies 
include too close relationship, too small contract size, personality differences and specific 
contract language (Glagola and Sheedy 2002; Chan et al. 2004). However, there are few 
studies been undertaken on exploring the feasibility of partnering in developing countries 
such as China. Most of existing studies on partnering were undertaken in developed countries 
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where both internal and external environments may vary from those of developing countries 
substantially. 
Procurement of facility management services has been attention of both academics and 
practitioners. Partnering plays a role for facility management (Lindahl Ryd 2007). Nutt (2000) 
asserted that flexible working presents one of future direction of facility management where 
partnering is one of major approaches (see also Kleeman 1994; McGregor 2000). According 
to Roberts (2001), partnering champion is one of common models to improve corporate 
competency in facility management. Davies and Chan (2001)’s study found that energy 
performance  contracting, as a partnering approach, benefits clients by means of substantial 
energy cost savings. In a Finnish study, Lehtonen & Salonen (2006) found that the 
implementation of partnering helps to develop wider facility management (FM) service 
packages and to formulate mutually beneficial relationship between clients and FM service 
providers. Johnson and Clayton (1998) pointed out there is an increasingly number of 
partnering arrangements between architectural and engineering firms and facility 
management consultancies due to the growing demand on outsourcing of facility 
management services. This calls for integration between organizations. 
 
< Insert Table 1 here> 
 
Research methodology 
 
Considering the explorative nature of this study, a multi-faceted qualitative approach was 
designed to explore a list of critical factors that must be taken into account when 
implementing partnering in mainland China. This includes a critical review of relevant laws, 
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regulations, and policy documents; and semi-structured interviews. The quantitative approach 
(e.g. questionnaire survey) is not considered as appropriate due to the explorative nature of 
this research and the very limited number of practitioners who have the related knowledge or 
expertise. According to Abowitz and Toole (2010), the qualitative approach enables the 
analysis of complex behaviour within its natural setting. 
 
Laws, regulations and policy documents review 
Government intervention is a very common phenomenon in the Chinese construction industry. 
Therefore, it is imperative to understand the possible impacts of laws, regulations and 
government policies on the implementation of partnering in mainland China. The relevant 
laws, regulations and government policies are reviewed, including: 
 Building of a harmonious socialist society by 2020  
 Bidding and Tendering Law 
 Construction Law 
 Measures for the Bid Invitation and Bid Tendering for Construction and Engineering 
Projects 
 Twelfth Five-Year Plan for the Construction Sector 
 Administrative Regulations on Foreign-Invested Consultancy Enterprises for 
Construction Projects (FICEs) 
Each law, regulation and policy document was reviewed and notes were taken. Emphasis was 
placed on highlighting the content in each document that is relevant to partnering principles 
or implementation of partnering in China. These contents are ready for qualitative data 
analysis process which is described in the later section. 
 
Semi-structured interviews 
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Semi-structured interview was selected in this research as it helps to probe for further 
information or clarifications (Bryde and Volm 2008). The loosely structured instrument not 
only provides the opportunity to merge the informants’ opinions rather than being constrained 
by the questions asked (Dainty et al. 2005) but also facilitates interactive discussions (Waara 
2008). The interviews serve to investigate the perceptions of the industry practitioners about 
the implementation of partnering in mainland China. The findings from the documents 
review were provided for their references. A snowball sampling approach through direct 
contact was adopted primarily because of the paucity of projects that adopted partnering 
principles in mainland China. This sampling method is appropriate in China context as it is 
unlikely to collect meaningful data without industry connections (Ling and Gui 2009). In this 
research, two senior managers from the Chinese construction companies were interviewed in 
the first instance as they are known to researchers and with partnering related experience. 
Then they were asked to recommend other interviewees that meet the selection criteria as 
well. As a result, a total of 25 government officers and industry practitioners were 
approached, and 11 agreed to participate in this research. As a result, 11 semi-structured 
interviews were carried out with a range of selected practitioners involved in the industry (see 
Table 2). They all come from different organizations. These professionals were selected as 
they are main players in the Chinese construction industry. All interviewees had more than 10 
years experience in the construction industry. In particular, they all claimed having partnering 
related experience, either by means of participation in partnering project overseas or having 
attended extensive relevant trainings provided by professional bodies or Government 
authorities. Similarly, they are all in senior positions in their organizations thereby making 
them a reliable and credible source of information which is a crucial requirement of the 
research goal. 
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< Insert Table 2 here> 
 
Two rounds of interviews were conducted and each interview took around 1 hour.  In the first 
round of the interviews, after a brief introduction of the background of this study, 
interviewees were asked to comment on: (1) feasibility of partnering practice in China under 
current environment; and (2) the factors promoting or impeding the implementation of 
partnering in China. The second round interview was conducted to develop strategies for 
encouraging the application of partnering in mainland China.  Each interview was noted and 
transcribed subsequently.  
 
All data collected were qualitative, i.e. review notes for related laws, regulations and policies 
and interview notes. According to Coffey and Atkinson (1996), coding is the first step of 
qualitative data analysis, i.e. identifying common themes and patterns. All qualitative data 
collected in this study were transcribed into narratives and coded by constant comparative 
method (Grove, 1988; Ryan and Bernard, 2000) using NVivo 8, a common computer-aided 
qualitative data analysis tool (CAQDAS) used in construction management research (Dainty 
et al, 2000; Blismas and Dainty, 2003). With the help of NVivo, qualitative data on common 
themes and similar semantic meanings are electronically coded together as the same category. 
Each category are compared and refined continuously in NVivo during the coding process 
until each of them represents a clear and distinct categorization. These common themes are 
highlighted in Table 3 where the sources of information are highlighted as well. 
 
<Insert Table 3 Here> 
Supporting Factors 
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Partnering is conducive in resolving construction disputes 
All the interviewees concurred that confrontational and adversarial relationships are 
detrimental to achieving project success. Disputes are common in the Chinese construction 
industry. In 2005, the amount of delayed payment for construction projects reached RMB 186 
billion, which accounts for 18.3% of the total output of the industry in that year (CSYB 2006). 
In September of 2004, the Supreme People’s Court of China, in an effort to formalise the 
process and prevent needless waste, released a document to stipulate the procedures to deal 
with construction disputes. In fact, interviewee C revealed that his company has spent more 
than 9 million RMB in 2009 to deal with contract disputes. As interviewee E noted, 
“…transparency and effective communication are essential for project success”. This was 
confirmed by interviewee H by stating that contract disputes can be reduced significantly as a 
result of cooperation among participating parties. For instance, Lin’Ao nuclear power plant 
project recorded high level of satisfaction from project participants in regards to dispute 
resolution procedure and results (Zhao and Liu 2006).     
 
National culture is in line with partnering principles 
The literature on national culture has shown that the values of Chinese culture are generally 
in line with the principles of partnering. Chinese culture focuses on maintaining harmony, 
building trust among people and collective benefits (Batonda and Perry 2003).  The intrinsic 
values of Chinese culture facilitate partnering because they emphasise mutuality and respect, 
trust and friendship all of which are success factors in partnering implementation (Kwan and 
Ofori 2001). Interviewees agreed that Chinese culture provides the foundation for the 
implementation of partnering in the construction industry in China. In particular, interviewee 
D pointed out that fostering a long-term relationship is helpful to secure future projects in the 
Chinese context. According to interviewee K, if project participants have worked together in 
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previous projects they are more likely to develop better relationships. This is consistent with 
Glagola and Sheedy (2002)’s finding that past adversarial relationship presents a critical 
barrier for implementing partnering.   
 
The “Developing a harmonious society” policy is a driver to promote partnering in China. 
According to the interviewees, the principles of partnering are in accordance with the 
“Developing a harmonious society” policy advocated by the Central Government. 
Interviewee A suggested that further cooperation is required between the enterprises in 
construction supply chain in order for these enterprises to take advantage of their 
complementary skills. He further remarked that partnering facilitates resource sharing thereby 
helping to reduce social management cost. The most common policy referred to  by the 
interviewees is the “building of a harmonious socialist society by 2020” released by the Sixth 
Plenum of the 16th Communist Party of China (CPC) Central Committee. According to the 
CPC report, the characteristics of a harmonious society are: (a) to study and analyse the 
contradictions and problems and their origins in a scientific way, (b) to be more active in 
facing up to conflicts and resolving them, and (c) to try to employ a person’s utmost efforts to 
increase harmonious factors and reduce those that create disharmony thereby providing a 
consistent level of support (and boost) for social harmony (Chinese Government 2006). As 
interviewee F asserted, “When a harmonious society approach is used to deal with conflicts it 
is in accordance with partnering fundamentals and promotes partnering in the local market”. 
 
Knowledge base of partnering is diffusing into the academic community 
The academic database search found that a number of papers documenting the practice and 
benefits of partnering have been published in local academic journals and professional 
magazines. These publications recorded the benefits of adopting partnering in China even 
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though there is generally lack of in-depth analysis (except Lu and Yan 2007b; Tang et al. 
2008; Zhao and Liu 2006);. Interviewees G and K commented these benefits will motivate 
both authorities and industry practitioners to adopt partnering in the future. Interviewee J 
indicated his awareness of the professional magazines and seminar documents relevant to 
partnering. Some studies shed light on the implementation process considering specific 
features of the Chinese construction industry (e.g. Hu 2008；Qiu and Lu 2007). This 
suggests two things; firstly, there is a sector of practitioners in China who have realized the 
benefits and the critical success factors of partnering and secondly, there are potential 
opportunities to implement partnering within the construction industry in China. 
 
Practice of partnering principles is diffusing into the local market 
It was found some local projects have incorporated partnering principles during the actual 
delivery process. For instance, a number of partnering principles have been practised in the 
Lin’Ao nuclear power plant development, a mega engineering project located in Dayawan, 
Guangdong province, Southern China (see Figure 1). These included sharing common goals 
such as exceptional quality and high efficiency, open communication, sharing resources and 
information and proactive risk management. For instance, all participating parties were 
encouraged to raise questions and concerns, and dealt with any enquiries from other team 
members responsively. A total of 26,000 questions and concerns were raised by participants. 
More than 23,000 of these enquiries were dealt with satisfactorily.   
<Insert Figure 1 Here> 
Similar application of partnering principles in other projects were reported in the literature, 
e.g. expressway projects (Shen et al. 2006); railway maintenance (Wang 2008); hydroelectric 
power development (Tang et al. 2008). These discussions help to diffuse the understanding of 
the partnering process in the industry. Interviewee J revealed that partnering principles were 
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adopted in the procurement of materials in a local construction authority in China. He 
indicated that 31% cost savings was achieved as a result and other performance indicators 
(such as quality and service) had also been improved significantly. 
 
Impeding factors 
Lack of technical know-how 
Interviewee B highlighted the lack of technical know-how industry wide as the most 
significant barrier to implementing partnering in China. Common issues include: lack of 
uniform implementation procedures, different levels of understanding and acceptance of 
partnering, etc. Indeed, lack of experiences with the partnering approach by parties poses 
threats to the success of partnering (Chan et al. 2003b; Kaluarachchi and Jones 2007).   
 
Not surprisingly all interviewees recognized the critical role of facilitators during the 
implementation process. As interviewee F remarked; “… the facilitator is like an instructor of 
a driving school. He will not drive the vehicle but has certain impacts on the way that 
partnering is implemented.” The facilitator needs to be both fair to all parties and also capable 
of developing an appropriate project environment which encourages innovation, co-operation 
and teamwork.  A major concern as expressed by the interviewees was the lack of local 
practitioners with the skills and knowledge necessary to facilitate the implementation process. 
Even though all interviewees have partnering related experience, none of them have taken a 
facilitator role in partnering projects. 
 
Restrictions imposed by the current regulatory framework 
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Interviewees were aware that some overseas partnering projects did not involve open 
tendering process and the capability of contractor to cooperate with the rest of team was 
given higher priority. According to interviewees A and B, the current regulatory framework 
sets up a number of restrictions on the implementation of partnering in mainland China. It is a 
mandatory requirement for the tendering practice to comply with the Bidding and Tendering 
Law of China. As stipulated in the Bidding and Tendering Law and the Measures for the Bid 
Invitation and Bid Tendering for Construction and Engineering Projects, it is mandatory to 
have open-tendering in most projects. Article 12 of the Measures defined a list of projects 
which would be exempted from public tendering. This scope is very narrow, covering 
national security projects, projects owned and funded by the contractor itself and small-scale 
ancillary works. Interview results show that open, competitive tendering has been commonly 
adopted in the construction industry. During the tendering process, main focuses are the price, 
qualification, management capability and construction methods. Interviewees Band E 
revealed that it is still a common practice in China that the contract is awarded to the lowest 
tender. By contrast, those factors closely related to successful partnering implementation such 
as the previous cooperation experience with clients, track record of tenderers’ working 
relationship with the client in previous projects, the trust-based relationships are not 
considered in most of projects. Under the current tender evaluation framework, there is lack 
of mechanism for partner selection which is a critical obstacle for implementing partnering in 
mainland China, according to interviewee I.   
 
As interviewee H stated, “…it remains unclear whether or not the contractor selection process 
in partnering complies with the current bidding and tendering law. There are some grey 
areas”. Interviewees opined that under partnering framework, all participating parties shall 
cooperate together, making collective decisions and sharing responsibilities. This means that 
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contractor may need to form a management team with the client to oversee the project. 
Interviewees A, F and G expressed serious concerns about the possibility of the supervision 
engineer’s role being abolished as a result of forming a management team comprised of 
clients and contractors. This arrangement is against the current legislation which mandates 
the engagement of a supervision engineer in all major projects. Interviewees A and B, from 
construction authority remain to be convinced and are keen to receive more information and 
evidence about how partnering can achieve better value for money particularly for public 
projects. 
 
Different views in hierarchical power 
Some parts of Chinese culture may be barriers to implementing partnering in China. The 
partnering approach encourages the “direct dialogue” practice where all project participants 
are free to raise their views and concerns whenever appropriate. Unlike western culture, 
Chinese culture deals with large power distance. Face is very important for the Chinese 
people and face-saving behaviour ensures harmony within the group. Wherever possible, 
efforts should be made to save the face of self and others. It is essential for the Chinese to 
avoid confrontation and preserve any vertical authority relationship. Power distance is a 
measure of the interpersonal power of influence between the boss and the subordinate as 
perceived by the less powerful of the two, the subordinate (see Hofstede 2001).  The Chinese 
tend to accept orders made by their boss rather than raising concerns. Accordingly, it is 
difficult for Chinese practitioners to engage in “direct dialogue”. Interviewees unanimously 
agreed that this presents a challenge to the implementation of partnering in China. 
Interviewee C and G in particular raised this concern in those projects involving foreign 
experts due to the potential cultural conflicts due to the power distance values. … 
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Integrity and ethics 
Interviewees also unanimously pointed out that integrity and ethics presents a critical issue 
and a significant barrier to implementing partnering in China. For instance, the client delays 
payment unreasonably. Interviewee A revealed that a number of local governments have 
delayed payments as well, estimating to around 38% of total delayed payments. He further 
commented that it has been recognized by the central government as a critical issue for the 
regulation of construction sector.  Interviewee D revealed that corruption is not uncommon 
and clients are sometimes bribed to disclose the bidding price or to substitute poor quality 
materials for good quality ones etc. Interviewee B indicated that his department has worked 
with other authorities to deal with this issue under the overall coordination of the State 
Council. 
 
Possible cosy behaviour 
Many interviewees agreed that it is important to maintain the stability of the team for future 
projects to ensure maximum knowledge transfer from project to project. However the ‘cosy’ 
behaviour within the team and defensive attitudes towards others were identified as pitfalls 
by the interviewees. For instance, interviewee B commented that project participants may 
behave less critically towards each other and accept lower standards under partnering 
arrangements. Indeed, too close relationship has been a major concern on partnering projects 
(cf. Chan et al. 2003b; Glagola and Sheedy 2002). Interviewees A and H particularly 
expressed serious concern that this may be against the competition and probity principles that 
are promoted and monitored closely by the Chinese government. For instance, the Tendering 
and Bidding Law clearly stipulated that the competitive tendering is encouraged under 
principles of openness, fairness and justice to achieve better value for money. This presents a 
significant issue for Chinese public projects.   
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Reluctance to commit extra resources under fierce competition 
Partnering requires significant involvement and ongoing commitments from all parties, 
particularly from clients who must be committed to the concept from the very beginning (cf. 
Chan et al. 2003b; Alderman and Ivory 2007). Interviewees H and I perceived this as an extra 
investment from client’s perspective and expressed some reluctance to do so. 
 
Another obstacle is the large amount of time required for reaching a mutually accepted 
decision.  In order to arrive at the final decision with the majority of participants, a large 
amount of time will be required.  The democratic process helps to stimulate more innovative 
solutions and provides each participant with ownership of the project.  However this comes at 
a price because of the time required in achieving this goal, and sometimes project participants 
have to spend all morning and / or all afternoon in site meetings in order to arrive at an 
agreement over a major decision (cf. Zuo et al. 2006). Interviewees C and K expressed 
serious concerns about this as they perceive time as one of most critical factors in the very 
competitive construction environment in China. 
 
Preference for legally binding documents 
Most of the partnering agreements are not legally binding. According to interviewees E and 
G, Chinese professionals prefer contract clauses to be clearly identified and legally binding. 
This is supported by interviewees C, J and K who indicated that this preference is deeply 
rooted in the lack of confidence of integrity in the industry and as a consequence legal 
protection is essential. Similarly, interviewees D and I perceived that all issues could be 
addressed in the regular project meetings therefore they were reluctant to sign another 
document (partnering agreement).In addition, client and government interviewees expressed 
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concerns on the concept of collective responsibility as it may blur the line of responsibility 
between the client and the non-owner parties. For instance, the client retains some of the 
design risk that is normally allocated to the designer. As interviewee H stated, “Most Chinese 
clients are not comfortable with this arrangement”. 
 
Strategies 
Interviewees were shown all factor identified in the first stage of this research (i.e. policy 
review and first round interviews) and subsequently asked to suggest potential strategies to 
encourage the adoption of the partnering process in mainland China. As a result, six strategies 
were formulated by considering those supporting and impeding factors identified in the first 
round of interviews comprehensively (see table 3). As shown in table 3, each strategy was 
formulated by considering the impacts of multiple factors. For instance, the strategy 
“Improving the regulatory framework and tender evaluation system” (S4) was suggested by 
interviewees to tackle a number of impeding factors, e.g. restrictions imposed by the current 
regulatory framework, integrity and ethics, and preference for legally binding documents. 
Apart from suggesting the strategies, interviewees were also asked to provide rationales for 
the recommended strategy. It is worth noting that each of these six strategies was originated 
from the interviewees but it is neither our intention to seek a unanimous view from all 
interviewees, nor to prioritise these six strategies in the current study. The main purpose of 
the second round of interview is to explore the potential strategies for implementing 
partnering in the construction industry of mainland China. These strategies should be verified 
in future research. 
 
S1: Identifying projects which are suitable for partnering 
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Previous studies have reported the success of partnering may be affected if the project size is 
too small (see Glagola and Sheedy 2002). Interestingly there is no specific concern on project 
size reported by interviewees. The interviewees agreed that partnering is not suitable for all 
types of projects and commented that following characteristics may encourage its application: 
 When the client has a series of development projects, partnering would provide a 
platform for the long-term co-operation between the client and other parties. 
 Those projects that are not suitable for tendering, e.g. those that relate to national 
security or rescue/relief works. The application of partnering helps to both control and 
achieve the project objectives 
 Foreign-funded projects where those foreign firms may well have experience with the 
partnering concept and the implementation of partnering would avoid many 
unnecessary disputes and consequential claims.  
 
The interviewees B and G suggested that these complex projects (there are currently a large 
number of them in China) would be suitable for the partnering process thereby mitigating 
many disputes and claims. For instance, the Chinese South-to-North Water Diversion 
(SNWD) project was strongly recommended as a showcase project for partnering by the 
interviewees. The duration of the SNWD is 50 years and it involves a huge amount of 
investment. Consisting of three separate routes, the SNWD was subdivided into many 
subprojects thereby involving a large number of participating firms. Therefore, it is extremely 
important to co-operate in order to achieve the common goals. In addition, the social and 
natural environment encompassed by the SNWD is very complicated and requires exemplary 
coordinated management.  
 
S2: Support from the government and foreign experts 
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According to interviewee E, it is essential for the Government to commission research, to 
undertake pilot projects and to promote the implementation of any good management tool or 
system. This is reinforced by interviewee J by stating this is determined by the specific 
circumstances in China. He explained by giving another example that the competitive 
tendering system and the construction supervision system contribute significantly towards the 
improvement of the construction industry in China. “…these systems would notbe able to be 
introduced to the industry until the Government agreed to do so,” stated by interviewee J. 
According to interviewees C and F, the Chinese Government should undertake some pioneer 
projects to showcase the “tangible” benefits of partnering. These projects also help to develop 
the processes that are compatible with the current system. These experiences can be applied 
to other public sector projects while motivating the private sector to adopt partnering as well. 
They urged government authorities to issue policies to encourage both the public and private 
sector to adopt partnering and establish a monitoring system to audit the implementation of 
partnering.  
 
Moreover, experienced foreign firms play a vital role as well. They can be engaged as 
consultants in showcase projects, particularly in the role of facilitators and assisting with the 
selection of partners. Interviewees expressed their concern about the lack of partnering 
practical experience across the Chinese construction industry. Given the comparatively large 
number of partnering projects overseas, interviewees were of the view that those foreign 
firms with partnering experience should be encouraged to work as consultants on showcase 
partnering projects in China so that they could transfer their knowledge to the Chinese 
Contactors. Interviewee E commented: “…local practitioners need to cooperate with foreign 
experts closely to work out the partnering charter, partnering agreement and workshop 
protocol with a consideration of Chinese specific circumstances such as Chinese culture, 
22 
 
management practice and regulatory framework”. Since 2002, a series of regulations have 
been issued by the Ministry of Construction (some jointly issued with the Ministry of 
Commerce) to allow the foreign practitioners to practice in the Chinese construction industry. 
Particularly, the Ministry of Construction and the Ministry of Commerce jointly issued 
‘Administrative Regulations on Foreign-Invested Consultancy Enterprises for Construction 
Projects (FICEs)’ in January 2007. Qualified FICEs can offer consultancy services for 
partnering projects in mainland China. 
 
S3: Guidance by the professional bodies and associations 
Interviewees recommended that ongoing industry-wide training should be provided to diffuse 
the knowledge of partnering. Similarly, development of innovative contract templates that 
match partnering principles is particularly important for the implementation of partnering in 
China. The contract template should provide clear definition of roles and responsibilities of 
each party in the partnering process.  Further training is required to help industry gain a better 
understanding of the role of the “partnering agreement” and its relationship with the contract. 
Professional bodies and associations play a key role by providing training to practitioners 
through seminars and workshops. 
 
S4: Improving the regulatory framework and tender evaluation system 
Interviewees remarked that the current regulatory framework should be modified in order to 
facilitate the implementation of partnering. Some suggestions included: (1) to add another 
article in the Construction Law to enable the evaluation of the tenders in a more 
comprehensive manner, such as; “should consider how well this contractor works with the 
client and other clients”; (2) to add more articles in the Construction Law dealing with 
penalties to clients who do not act in good faith; (3) modify relevant articles in the Tendering 
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and Bidding Law to clarify the tendering process using the partnering approach. In particular, 
interviewee C has urged the government to develop the contract conditions that encourage 
risk sharing and incentives. This was reinforced by interviewee J by stating such contract 
conditions would foster a favourable environment for partnering implementation. Interviewee 
K agreed but pointed out legislative changes are required to clarify the compatibility between 
partnering agreement and current legislation such as Construction Law, Biding and Tendering 
Law, etc. The role of supervision engineer should also be clarified.  
 
S5: Establishing a creditworthiness evaluation system 
To target the “lack of good faith” issue, interviewees were very much in favour of 
establishing a creditworthiness evaluation system. The factors to be considered in the system 
should cover: quality of the enterprise, operational status, social reputation and effectiveness 
of communication with other participating parties. The construction authorities should be 
responsible for developing a scientific mechanism to evaluate the creditworthiness of all 
types of firms in the construction sector, i.e. construction, design, and developers. The 
government should also be responsible for maintaining the system and ensuring the fairness 
of both the reward and punishment required by the system. Such information needs to be 
made available to the public to influence the tendering process in future projects. Interviewee 
B revealed that his department has developed a centralised information platform for the 
regulation of the construction sector which covers various creditworthiness related 
information such as the qualification, construction permit, contract recording and contract 
performance. He further remarked that 6 construction firms were not qualified for tendering 
any building and construction project in the local industry last year due to payment delay. 
This system has received a number of information requests from clients and public since then. 
Interviewee H and I confirmed that their firms have used this type of system from time to 
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time for tender evaluation purpose. Indeed, this has been put forward by the Ministry of 
Housing and Urban-Rural Development (the construction authority) as one of key measures 
for the sustainable development of the Chinese construction industry as documented in the 
“Twelfth Five-Year Plan for the Construction Sector” (MoHURD 2011). 
 
S6: Developing a positive project culture 
The interviewees were aware that some features of Chinese culture are compatible with 
partnering whereas some were not. To respond to these contradictory views, interviewees 
suggested the development of an appropriate project culture to override the national culture in 
the project team. The common features of appropriate project culture identified by 
interviewees include: satisfying client’s needs, willingness to help, teamwork, equal positions 
of all parties, consideration of others and early alert of problems. At the project level, efforts 
are required to develop a uniform implementation procedure, covering the selection process, 
disputes and conflicts resolution mechanism, risk management mechanism (including role of 
incentives) and communication mechanism.  
 
Discussion  
 
One contribution of this study is the investigation of partnering success in the context of a 
developing country. Prior studies have identified the ideal situation of these factors from the 
perspective of developed countries, such as existence of mutual trust; related experience and 
facilitator (see Chan et al. 2004; Cheng and Li 2002; Black et al. 2000). According to this 
study, the current situation is: there is lack of trust, related experience and facilitator in 
mainland China. These present significant barriers to implement partnering in China. This 
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study provides a useful reference to examine the suitability of partnering in developing 
countries and emergent economies.  
 
The critical role that the government plays is highlighted for the implementation of partnering 
in mainland China. As indicated in Table 1, existing studies on critical success elements of 
partnering is overwhelmingly project or company oriented, e.g. commitments from senior 
management, resources availability, forming shared vision and consistent objectives and 
involvement of (sub)contractors (see Chen et al. 2004; Chen and Chen 2007). However, the 
application of partnering has to take macro level environment into consideration such as 
market demand and bidding and tendering legislation (Koraltan and Dikbas 2002). In China, 
the recognition and endorsement of government is the prerequisite of partnering 
implementation. Government also plays a vital role in improving the regulatory framework 
and tender evaluation system, and establishing the creditworthiness evaluation system. The 
implementation of partnering principles in the Lin’Ao nuclear power plant will not be 
successful without the government support; continuous developments from the client and the 
existing trust-based relationship amongst project participating parties. 
 
This study also highlighted a contrast on partnering related knowledge between the academic 
community and industry practitioners. There have been a number of papers published in 
Chinese academic journals which show a constant interest and efforts to study partnering 
related topics. However, the interview results showed that there is generally lack of expertise 
on partnering due to the fact there is no project in mainland China implementing partnering in 
a structured manner. Partnering principles were adopted in some local projects informally but 
there is no facilitator, workshop or partnering agreement involved in these projects. Efforts 
are required to bridge this gap. 
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One contribution of this study is the development of six strategies for government and 
industry’s consideration to facilitate the implementation of partnering in China (see table 3). 
Considering the internal and external conditions may change over the time, we recommend to 
conduct this mapping exercise regularly in order to assist the decision making process. 
Another contribution of this study is the identification that not all aspects of Chinese culture 
are compatible with partnering principles. High power distance and face saving are likely to 
impede the success of partnering in mainland China. As a result, it is recommended to 
develop a culture at project level which fosters both cooperation and openness. Even though 
the culture difference (e.g. power distance for direct dialogue) could present a challenge for a 
multi-cultural team, foreign experts are strongly recommended to assist the implementation 
process due to their comprehensive related experience and expertise, particularly on the 
facilitator role. 
 
Conclusions 
As one of biggest industries in the world, the Chinese construction industry is besetting a 
number of challenges, for instance, poor project performance, low productivity and immature 
procurement system. These challenges threaten the sustainable development of the Chinese 
construction industry. To promote collaborative trust-based relationships and innovations, 
partnering has great potential to be used as a procurement tool in China. With massive 
developments and rapid urbanization, a large quantity of facilities will be built and need to be 
managed in China. Partnering provides a useful tool to build and manage facilities effectively. 
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China differs from other western countries in many ways. Therefore, it may not be feasible to 
adopt overseas practices indiscriminately into the Chinese context. This study has used a 
multi-faceted approach to systematically analyse the factors supporting or impeding the 
implementation of partnering in mainland China. Main favourable factors include: 
recognition by local industry practitioners, accordance with the “developing a harmonious 
society” macro policy and existing knowledgebase. Major obstacles include: lack of 
experience, restrictions imposed by the current regulatory framework and tender evaluation 
framework, and incompatible features of Chinese culture. Six strategies were developed to 
facilitate the implementation of partnering in the Chinese construction industry. In particular, 
roles of and contributions from various stakeholders to encourage a wider application of 
partnering were highlighted. Government plays a critical role in most of these strategies such 
as commissioning pioneer projects to showcase the tangible benefits of partnering, revising 
the regulatory framework and tender evaluation system to foster the implementation of 
partnering and developing and enforcing a creditworthy evaluation system.  At the project 
level, a positive project culture should be developed to mitigate the differences of Chinese 
culture with partnering principles. The findings of the current study are likely to influence 
policy makers, enable the industry to gain a better understanding of partnering, and provide 
an important knowledgebase for both teaching future research. This study provides a useful 
reference to the implementation of partnering in mainland China and other developing 
countries. 
 
One limitation of this study lies in its exploratory nature. A small number of in-depth 
interviews are deemed adequate for this research purpose due to the fact that very limited 
number of industry practitioners have extensive partnering related knowledge and expertise. 
This limitation is further mitigated by means of reviewing policy documents. Future research 
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opportunities exist to employ a more in-depth case study approach to validate and evaluate 
strategies for implementing partnering in the Chinese construction industry. 
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